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estimations by applying the distributive property and separating the numbers composed of
ﬁve or more sexagesimal positions in two summands; they possibly helped themselves with
some kind of abacus or computational tool.
The determination of volumes was a very diﬃcult task. Although today both concepts
are identiﬁed we ﬁnd here made an interesting distinction between the notions of capacity
and volume. Babylonians tended to use speciﬁc units of capacity, but no exclusive unit was
used for volumes, which were conceived as surfaces with the thickness of a cubit (kusˇ3). The
diﬀerence lies in their respective roles: volumes are related to works of excavation and con-
struction, while capacities are used to measure the amount of grain. The metrological sys-
tem of Mesopotamia gave pride of place to clay bricks, of which there were ﬁve diﬀerent
kinds, each comprising a speciﬁc unit of volume. Several coeﬃcients were related to the size
and the number of bricks occupying a given space. The author dedicates a section of her
book to explain these technicalities. Babylonians did not have an accurate method to cal-
culate non-exact cubic roots: they only had a listing of numbers that were perfect cubes.
To sum up, in this exhaustive study on the mathematical learning from the Old Babylo-
nian Nippur nothing is missing. We can enjoy repeating the calculations made by the stu-
dents, or ﬁnd complete information about where the tablets were mentioned. We can revise
the Sumerian and Akkadian terminology, observe how the tablets were used, examine their
types and contents, appreciate the Babylonian teaching method, make a journey through
the main excavations carried out within this city, view statistics and distribution of texts,
and look at the reproductions in pencil and the pictures. Completed with an extensive bib-
liography, Christine Proust’s book has a special pedagogic nature, so that even non-special-
ist readers may easily follow it. It is very well structured, thoroughly documented, and
combines rigor with clarity.
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This volume oﬀers a new edition (decoding and transcription) and the ﬁrst translation
(into German) of a small Latin treatise by the 15th-century Venetian physician and
engineer Giovanni Fontana (ca.1395–ca.1455). This manuscript about various devices that
support memory is part of the essay Secretum de thesauro experimentorum ymaginationis
hominum—a larger treatise on mnemotechnic issues that Fontana composed about 1430.11 Cod. Lat. Nouv. Acqu. 635, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.
Book Reviews /Historia Mathematica 37 (2010) 708–722 711Since antiquity, the ars memorativa was a well-established part of the ars rhetorica. It en-
joyed cultivation during the middle ages and by no means vanished away immediately with
the advent of printed books in the second half of the 15th century. More precisely, the man-
uscript edited in the volume under review constitutes the third part of the Secretum and com-
prises 17 folios with 15 drawings of mnemotechnic devices (including a clock mechanism)
accompanied by short technical descriptions of the devices and their construction.
Whereas the new transcription of the decoded text does not much emend Eugenio and
Giuseppa Saccaro Battisti’s standard edition of Fontana’s treatise, the editors are to be
praised for oﬀering meticulous redrawings of Fontana’s drawings, which cannot be prop-
erly studied in the small photographic reproductions from the Battistis edition.2 As a very
useful appendix to their transcription, the editors add an Index verborum tractatus. Further-
more, the edition of the Tractatus (Part 5 of the book under review) is embedded between
instructive and well-informed texts about Fontana and his written works (Parts 1 through
3), about the Secretum and its context (Part 4), and, ﬁnally, detailed analyses of the devices
presented in the Tractatus (Part 6). A bibliography and a name index complete the volume.
Fontana’s mnemotechnic devices will probably look very strange to modern readers.
They are essentially simple appliances for composing a word out of its letters. One of them,
for instance, resembles an outdated kryptonite bike lock. It consists of a set of rollers with
letters written on them whereby each roller can be turned independent of all others around
a common pivot. Another device, to give an even simpler example, consists just of a disc
with numbered holes into which pegs with letters can be inserted. Whereas cultural histo-
rians might take these devices as fascinating examples of a trend toward externalizations of
mental functions or, more generally, toward mechanical replacements for the human body
and its parts, other modern beholders may be rather perplexed by them.3 Why should one
construct and employ such devices if the word could easily be jotted down on a slip of pa-
per or cloth? One may therefore wonder whether these devices are not as innocent as they
appear at ﬁrst sight. The question is all the more natural as the Tractatus—as well as other
writings by Fontana, including his best known pictorial manuscript, Bellicorum Instrumen-
torum liber—was written in a cryptographic (if easily decodable) alphabet. What, then, is
the proper subject of the Tractatus? According to the editors, it is exactly encryption.
This assumption is reasonable and plausible if it is taken into account ﬁrst, that almost
all the mnemotechnic devices Fontana presents here are also devices more or less suitable
for encoding texts, and secondly, that the ﬁrst known document unmistakably dealing with
encrypting techniques (by the Florentine Leon Battista Alberti) was written only about 25
years later than Fontana’s. Unfortunately, however, Fontana is absolutely silent about this
possible dimension of his Tractatus. No single line of the accompanying texts suggests a
cryptographic use for the devices. When the editors, in Part 6, try to understand Fontana’s
devices as encryption devices they are generally well aware of the fact that such an interpre-
tation is highly speculative under these preconditions. But they seem to be less aware of the
dividing line between legitimate and even useful speculations and wild ones. Whereas an
analysis of the possible cryptographic functions of the devices seems useful for investigating
the possibilities for encryption given in the material culture of their age, all of the editors’2 E. Battisti and G. Saccaro Battisti, Le machine cifrate di Giovanni Fontana (Milan: Arcadia
Edizioni, 1984), pp. 144–156, esp. 145–147.
3 See, for example, L. Bolzoni: The Gallery of Memory (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
2001), pp. 100ﬀ., and J.J. Berns, W. Neuber (eds.), Seelenmaschinen (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 2000),
pp. 753ﬀ.
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about encryption, its techniques, and its algorithms lack entirely sound foundations.
And this has an unpleasant consequence particularly with respect to a readership interested
in the history of mathematics: All of the book’s insights, ideas, and contrivances with a cer-
tain mathematical appeal will turn out, upon closer inspection, to be insights, ideas, and
contrivances of the editors, whereas the text of the historical Fontana may oﬀer little of
interest to a historian of mathematics.Wolfgang Lefèvre
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Mathématiciens francais du XVIIe siècle. Descartes, Fermat, Pascal
Edited by Michel Serfati and Dominique Descotes. Clermont-Ferrand (Presses Universi-
taires Blaise Pascal). 2008. ISBN 978-2-84516-354-6. 284 pp. 20€
The mid-17th century is a fascinating period for mathematics in France. The Académie
Mersenne, continued by the Académie Le Pailleur after Mersenne’s death in 1648, gathered
the French savants in the scientiﬁc community thanks to regular meetings and to a lively
correspondence through the Minim Father. Among the savants in and around the Acad-
emy we found a surfeit of great names such as Descartes, Fermat, Roberval, Desargues,
and Pascal. The aim of the book under review is to tackle the scientiﬁc work of
Descartes, Fermat, and Pascal from perspectives that may be qualiﬁed as complementarily
historical, philosophical, mathematical, and literary. The book gathers seven lectures given
in a workshop held in 2005 at the Institut Henri Poincaré (Paris). The book’s coloration is
rather Cartesian, since four of the contributions deal with Descartes, two with Pascal, and
one with Fermat.
Michel Serfati’s contribution, ‘‘Constructivismes et obscurités dans la Géométrie de
Descartes,” questions the problematic structure of La Géométrie and studies the obscurities
that would result from Descartes’ strategy of leaving out some important intermediate
results or calculations (pp. 11–44). Serfati stresses the tensions between the two diﬀerent
criteria of acceptability for geometrical curves Descartes provides in La Géométrie, that
is, their ‘‘mechanical” construction by regulated motions, and their ‘‘algebraic” (based
on the algebraic equation of the curve) generic pointwise construction. Even if ‘‘construc-
tivism” appears in the title, it is rather construction than constructivism that is addressed
here, as far as I can judge. Indeed, no evidence is found that construction was considered
to be an existence proof in early modern mathematics [Bos 2001, 7]. Surprisingly, therefore,
Henk Bos’s book [Bos 2001], which deals with ‘‘Descartes’ transformation of the early mod-
ern concept of construction,” is not included among the references, even if some of Bos’s
